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HYMNS:
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“Praise to the holiest in the height”



 65
“God moves in a mysterious way”



230
“There’s a wideness in God’s mercy”



764
“Christ from whom all blessings flow”



744
“O for a thousand tongues to sing”


READINGS:
Psalm 130



Ephesians 4: 25 – 5:2

“FIT FOR PURPOSE”
I have entitled this sermon, ‘fit for purpose’. This is a term which has become very popular in recent years and it has been used in many ways never imagined by the people who originally coined the expression.
The term actually comes from industry. Each product that is made is intended for a specific purpose or use and industrial experts asses, for each product, how far it achieves the stated object – that is, is the item fit for the purpose for which it was designed. But we know that this term has been picked up, especially by government, and used in a wide variety of contexts.
In 2006 the Hone Office was famously declared ‘not fit for purpose’ when serious accounting errors were revealed. In the wake of the Baby P child abuse tragedy in Haringey, Social worker training has been declared ‘not fit for purpose’. More recently the Ministry of Defence’s I.T. systems were slammed as ‘not fir got purpose and we could list many more examples. It is interesting to note that in the majority of cases where this term is used, it is used negatively. It is less easy to find examples of institutions, programmes etc deemed ‘fit for purpose’. What about the Church? - the Church at large and our church, Wesley’s Chapel?  Are we fit for purpose?
Well, of course, this is where the parallel falls down somewhat. An industry can produce a carpet cleaner and its’ fitness for purpose’ can be assessed by how clean the carpet is at the end of the process. Clear and simple!

But what is the purpose of the Church? Not so easy and clear to answer yet Paul in his letters gives us some helpful guidelines. So let us turn to his letter to the Ephesians. Paul was writing to a group of Christians some of whom had started off life as Jews and some who had been gentiles. The fledgling Christian community in Ephesus  was made up of people from very different backgrounds and with varied ideas about God and about faith. Paul needed to help people know what the calling – the purpose of the Church was in that setting. Last week Patience read from the beginning of the Chapter we have just heard.
“There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope of your calling – one Lord, one faith, one baptism.”

So reconciliation of one community with another was one of the purposes of the Church in Ephesus. Paul underlines that the calling of the church of Christ is to be a place of welcome for all people, where distinctions of ethnicity, gender, education or any other criterion fall away as Christians work out their one shared vocation.

And Paul continues his words to the Ephesian Christians, ‘each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift. The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some evangelists, some teachers and pastors’ … all for the building up of the body of Christ. To underline what Paul says, the gifts given to individual Christians are for the building up of the Church – not for personal gain or ambition. As the purpose of the Church on earth is to be a united witness to the love of God, a foretaste of the Kingdom then those that make up the church are called to use their gifts for building up the church – not just or mainly in numbers but in the quality of its witness and life. 
All of that was contained in our last week’s reading. So let us now to turn what we heard Dinah read today – a section of that same chapter from Ephesians which is entitled, ‘rules for a new life.’

‘New life’ – being one of Jesus’ followers, being a person with faith in Jesus Christ is the beginning of a ‘new life.’ The Church – the body of Christ – is where that new life is to be worked out on a day-to-day basis. Being a Christian is not just a matter of a label, it is meant to haveh far-reaching effects on everything we do.

Some years ago the Methodist Church in Britain decided to write down its purpose, to clarify its calling,( the word which Paul uses.) Here is what was written down as Our Calling.

‘The calling of the Methodist Church is to respond to the gospel of God’s love in Christ and to live out its discipleship in worship and mission.’

And let us not forget that the Methodist Church is not the headquarters office, or ministers, or preachers – it is every person who worships in a Methodist Church and identifies themselves as a Methodist Christian.
How far are we fit for purpose? How far are we enabled to carry out that calling? How confident are we that we can confidently claim to be part of the body of Christ?

Has the passage from Ephesians some help for us here? It certainly has some challenging things to say to us. If we are to model God’s love for his world – we must be loving towards one another. If we are to model God’s truth we must be truthful in our dealings with one another. If we are to be God’s advocates for peace and reconciliation in the world then we must be able to work out problems and disagreements and reconcile those that are at odds with one another within our own fellowship.
This Ephesians passage has much to say about ‘talk’ our every day person-to-person talk with one another and about one another. Words are powerful. They have the power to build up and the power to destroy. We let words come so easily from our mouths, often without thinking of their impact – on the listener, on ourselves and on the wider community in which we live.
‘Let no evil talk come out of your mouths,’ Paul says ‘ but only what is useful for building up, so that your words may give grace to those who hear.’

If we are to be ‘fit for purpose’ as the body of Christ our words, our talk must be wholesome, loving aimed at building others up, not at knocking them down.’

Then Paul speaks to the Ephesians about anger. Anger is a natural human emotion – it has been part of our make-up from the beginning of history and it will be part of us till the end of time. The problem is not the existence of anger but how we deal with it. Anger is usually the outer manifestation off some other deeper unease in us.
We are angry if we find someone has usurped our role, for example we thought we were on duty in Church only to find someonelse doing what we believed to be our task. We are angry if we feel ourselves ignored, stereotyped, sidelined, and misquoted – we could cite so many more examples. And we are angry when we are not given an opportunity to tell our side of the story, our point of view. All this points up the importance of good, timely and clear communication – talking and listening, choosing our words carefully and giving people are full attention as a listener.

Talking, communicating, seeking to understand one another – that is the hallmark of a healthy church – a church seeking to be ‘fit for purpose’ for if we cannot communicate among ourselves how do we believe we are to communicate the Gospel message to others.

John Wesley knew how important it was for Christians to talk with one another, to understand one another, to share each other’s burdens and pray with and for each other. He gathered his followers into classes – ‘pastoral groups’ in our terminology. He did it first for a very practical reason – to raise money from members for the building of his school at Kingswood for the sons of the preachers. His class meetings were so successful at that money- raising task that he decided to use them for a much wider purpose, as the building blocks for the new societies of Methodists which were growing up all over the country. The classes were a place where trust was built up so that people could speak the truth in love to one another, so that people could talk freely about the ups and downs of their spiritual lives without fear of judgement or criticism. These small groups were for the building up of the body of Christ.
The class meetings did not always live up to the ideal but they were places where people talked and prayed with and for each other, where peoples’ strengths and weaknesses were known and where their gifts could be nurtured.

If we, Wesley’s Chapel, people and leaders, young and old, long-time members and newly –arrived are to be fit for the purpose of being the body of Christ in this place, we need to work at it, work at knowing each other appreciating each other and building one another up.

We have to take Paul’s words to the Christians in Ephesus seriously and seek to do as he urged. We do not live in the same difficult context that the church at Ephesus did but we too, need to take his words to heart, ‘put away all bitterness and wrath, anger, wrangling and slander, together with all malice and be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving one another as God in Christ has forgiven you.’

And Paul continues with the most challenging words of all, ‘ be imitators of God, as beloved children, live in love as Christ loved us and gave himself for us.’ 

If we can do that, we shall surely come very close to being ‘fit for purpose’ as Christ’s ambassadors. Amen
